Intrafamilial spread of hepatitis B virus infection. (Role of chronic hepatitis and of the hepatitis B e antigen).
Two hundred and forty household contacts of 85 chronic HBsAg carriers were studied to assess the relationship between liver histology and 'e' antigen or antibody positivity in the index carrier, and evidence of HBV infection within the family. Liver biopsy results were available in 54 index carriers. The prevalence of HBsAg and anti-HBs in the families of 29 carriers with chronic hepatitis and 25 carriers with either a normal liver or minimal inflammatory changes was not significantly different. Serum from 72 index carriers was available for HBeAg and anti-HBe testing. The prevalence of HBsAg and anti-HBs in the families of 5 HBeAg positive carriers, 59 anti-HBs positive subjects, and 8 carriers negative for both HBeAg and anti-HBe was again not significantly different. Infectivity of a carrier thus does not appear to correlate either with histological evidence of liver damage or with the 'e' antigen or antibody positivity of the carrier.